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For Immediate Release Contact; Denise Horstman, ext. 262 

Friday, April 3, 1998 

FIRST MAJOR EXHIBITION OF EGYPTIAN FAIENCE BEGINS 
NATIONAL TOUR AT THE CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART 

Ameritech Sponsors Cleveland Showing May 10-July 5 

CLEVELAND — The Cleveland Museum of Art presents Gifts of the Nile: Ancient Egyptian 
Faience, the first major exhibition devoted to the artistic medium known today as faience. 
Organized by the Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Design (RISD), Gifts of the Nile is 
being shown in Cleveland May 10 through July 5, 1998 thanks to the generous support of 
Ameritech. It then travels to the RISD Museum in Providence, R.I. before concluding next 
spring at the Kimbell Art Museum in Fort Worth, Texas. 

Faience (pronounced “fie-ahns” or “fay-ahns”) is as Egyptian as the pyramids, and its 
popularih' dates back far beyond the famous pyramids into prehistoric times. The Egyptian 
word for it was tyehnet, meaning that which is dazzling, gleaming, like the sun in the sky. It 
was prized for its brilliant luster, and although the basic ingredients, water and sand, were not 
in themselves precious, the recipe for combining them, then firing them, carving them, and 
adding details, was a well-kept secret. 

Gifts of the Nile brings together 240 works from 30 of the finest Egyptian collections, 
both public and private, in North America and Europe. It presents ground breaking scientific 
and art historical research about these precious objects. 

The exhibition's organizing curator, Florence Dunn Friedman, RISD's curator of 
ancient art, says in her introductory article in the exhibition catalogue: "Faience was seen to 
glisten with a light that in Egyptian thought was symbolic of life, rebirth, and immortality.” 

Blue and blue-green shades dominate collections of faience. A culture obsessed with 
symbolism and ritual, the ancient Egyptians associated these hues with youth and rejuvenation. 
But they experimented with as many colors, consistencies, and sculpting possibilities as faience 
could provide over 5,000 years. 

CM A Egyptologist and curator of Egyptian art Lawrence Berman, who organized CMA's last 
Eg\'ptian exhibition, Paraohs, points out: ‘'Overw'helmingly, people think of the great pyramids and sky- 
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high sphinxes when their minds turn to Egypt. But the materials gathered for this show bring us closer to 
the lives of Egypt's elite, people of taste and refinement. They held these objects in their hands, wore them 
as jewelry, adorned their dwellings with them, and were buried with them.” 

Like the works of Russia's famous Faberge firm in this past century, these infinitely varied luxury 
items — perfume bottles, amulets, rings and necklaces, vases, goblets, architectural decorations, statuettes, 
and shrouds of bead netting for burials — were cherished by the nobility and well-to-do. 

Science and Faience 

With the tools of modem scientific analysis, today's museum conservators and researchers are attempting 
to solve many of the mysteries of how and where the Egyptians created faience. Pictures and descriptions 
of faience in the making are conspicuously absent from tomb paintings and other ancient records. In 
ceramic labs, experts today are making their own faience and trying to discover the combinations of 
ingredients and techniques lost with the ancient Egyptians themselves. 

One room of the exhibition is devoted to explaining some of what has been learned about how the 
faience objects were made. The room will show microscopic photographs of ancient faience and the 
results of scientific analyses. The research was conducted by RISD consulting conservator Mimi Leveque 
and CMA assistant conservator of objects Patricia Griffin. Both conservators tried to recreated the 
Egy ptian's process in ceramic studios; Griffin's work took place at the Cleveland Institute of Art. Griffin 
also performed extensive tests on samples from ancient faience and from the newly created examples. 

With the help of Cleveland's NASA Lewis Research Facility and Case Western Reserve University, she 
obtained photographs using scanning electron microscopes (SEM). In addition to magnifying these 
samples over ten thousand times their original size, this technology generated data about their chemical 
composition. 


The Recipe 

Plain, everv'day materials are the basic ingredients of faience. It is about 90% ground quartz, usually from 
desert sand or crushed pebbles. A soluble salt like baking soda, a little lime, and a mineral coloring agent 
(crushed copper for shades of blue) are mixed with the crushed quartz powder and water to form a paste. 
After being molded, the pieces are dried and decorated using various tools or inlay of additional paste. 

For most faience, firing in a kiln at about 800-1000 degrees Fahrenheit transforms the nearly colorless, 
dull faience into a glassy, bright object as the salts containing the colorant migrate to the object's surface. 
Objects were also made in a related medium called “Egyptian blue” using the same raw materials in 
different proportions. Stellar examples of Egyptian blue are also included in this exhibition. 
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Arrangement and Highlights 

Exhibition organizer Florence Friedman has borrowed from some of the most historic and important 

collections of Egyptian art in the world for this show — the Louvre, the British Museum, and the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York being among the largest. Friedman has created a thematic 

order to the exhibition that is fluid and overlapping. Here are some examples related to each theme; 

► In Early Faience: a reconstructed panel of some of the 36,000 green faience tiles that lined the 
subterranean corridors of the 4,600-year-old Step Pyramid of King Djoser at Saqqara; these tiles 
imitated matting made of reeds from the Nile. 

► Faience and Royal Life: a falcon standing on a beaded collar, representing the hieroglyph for one 
of the five honorary titles of an Egyptian pharaoh, “the Horus (or falcon) of gold;” this figure is 
molded of pale greenish blue faience, with intricate faience inlays of dark blue, yellow, and black- 
brown faience. 

► Women's Use of Faience and Female-Related Themes: a bowl picturing a nearly nude young girl, 
her thigh tattooed with a picture of the god Bes, who protected women during pregnancy and 
childbirth; a monkey fingering the girl's belt adds to the erotic associations of the picture on this 
vessel, which w'as probably meant to revive the fertility of the deceased after burial. 

► Faience in Daily Life and Devotion: chalices in the form of a lotus, whose flower opened and 
closed as the sun rose and set, probably reserved for ritual use. 

► Funerarv' Uses of Faience: several examples of funerary figurines called shabtis or shawabtis, 
meant to serve the deceased in the afterlife, including one that is perhaps the finest multicolored 
shabti in the world; and also in this section, the show's signature image, a brilliant blue pectoral of 
a profile view of the goddess Isis, her wings spread, that was once sewn onto the linen bandages of 
a mummy. 


Landmark Publication and Products Accompany Show 

Friedman and four other leading scholars have contributed essays to the exhibition's 288-page catalogue, 
published b>’ the RISD Museum and Thames and Hudson, Inc. These articles explore the meaning of 
faience within Egv ptian culture, discussing its uses, symbolism, and technology. Every work in the 
exhibition is subsequently illustrated and described in detail. This new book will be available in the 
Museum Store for $50 in paperback or $75 in clothbound. A free pamphlet, illustrating in color ten of the 
works in the show, is available in the exhibition. 

The cable television shopping network QVC will broadcast from CM A for the first time during 
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this exhibition, selling the hardcover catalogue and introducing about twenty new products developed by 
CMA, based on CMA- and RISD-owned faience objects and other works of art from CMA's collection of 
Eg> ptian antiquities. 


Public Events 

Four of the exhibition catalogue authors will speak at CMA: 

► Robert Steven Bianchi, the widely published independent curator who authored the section on 
Faience and Glaze in the recently released The Dictionary of Art, will present "The Magic 
Material; Ancient Egyptian Faience" on Wednesday, May 27 at 7 p.m. 

► Diana Craig Patch, Gallery Administrator, Department of Egyptian Art, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, will lecture on “By Necessity or Design: The Use of Faience by Ancient 
Egyptians” on Friday, May 29 at 7 p.m. Patch is also Director of the American Research Center in 
Egv'pfs Field School Project. 

► Florence Friedman, exhibition organizer, will lecture on “The Brilliance of Eternity; Ancient 
Egy'ptian Faience,” on Wednesday, June 5, at 7 p.m. 

► Peter Lacovara, Assistant Curator, Department of Ancient Egyptian, Nubian and Near Eastern Art, 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, will lecture on “Nubian Faience” on Friday, June 19 at 7 p.m. 
Lacovara co-authored Mummies and Magic: The Funerary Arts of Ancient Egypt. 

There will be a joint presentation on Wednesday, July 1, at 7 p.m. by Lawrence M. Berman and 
Patricia Griffin called “The Nitty Gritty on Frits and Faiences: Egyptian Faience in the CMA.” They will 
speak about the research they have completed toward the forthcoming catalogue of CMA's Egyptian 
collection, which includes about 80 faience examples, including stylistic and art historical information as 
well as technological discoveries about the works. 

Barbara Kathman, long-time member of the museum's education department and accomplished 
textile artist, will don Egyptian costume to deliver a pair of lectures describing "Daily Life on the Nile: 
Ancient and Modem.” Part I is June 17 at 7 p.m.; Part II, June 24 at 7 p.m. 

Free Family Workshops based on Egyptian themes will take place every Wednesday from June 3 
through July 29 at 5-7:30 p.m. Video and film series are also being planned. 

Tickets & Hours 

Gifts of the Nile is a time-ticketed exhibition. For tickets call the CMA ticket & membership center at 
(216) 421-7350 or toll-free 1-888-CMA-0033. Individual ticket prices are as follows; adults Tue-Fri $6, 
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Sat & Sun $8; students 12 & older Tue-Fri $5, Sat & Sun $6; children ages 6-1 1 $3; children ages 5 &. 
under free: CMA members free. There is a convenience fee for all phone orders. Special group prices are 
available for parties of 20 or more by calling the Group Sales Office at (216) 421-7340, ext. 380. 

As it has for many of its ticketed exhibitions, CMA will make available for rental a 40-minute 
recorded tour, narrated by CMA director Robert P. Bergman. The recorded tour is $4 for the general 

public and $3 for members and groups. It was produced by Antenna®. 

♦ * * 

Gifts of the Nile: Ancient Egyptian Faience was organized by the Museum of Art, Rhode Island School 
of Design, Providence, with major support from the National Endowment for the Humanities, Carl and 
Carolyn Haffenreffer, and the National Endowment for the Arts. Additional funding has been provided by 
the Joukowsky Family Foundation, Textron Inc., and anonymous donors. The exhibition is supported by 
an indemnity from the Federal Council on the Arts and the Humanities. The Cleveland showing is 
sponsored by Ameritech. Promotional support is provided by The Plain Dealer and WMJI Majic 105.7. 
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